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CHAPTER VIL

M. Wegg looks after himself.

Sias WEGG, being on his road to the Roman Em-
pire, approaches it by way of Clerkenwell. The time .
is early in the evening; the weather moist and raw.
Mr. Wegg finds leisure to make a little circuit, by
reason that he folds his screen early, mow that he com- .
bines another source of income with it, and also that
he feels it due to himself to be anxiously expected at
the Bower. ‘“Boffin will get all the eagerer for waiting
a bit,” says Silas, screwing up, as he Btumps along,
first his right eye, and then his left. Which is some-
thing superfluous in him, for Nature has alrea.dy screwed
“both pretty tight.

. “If I get on with him as T expect to get on,“ Sﬂasf‘-"'
pursues, stumping and meditating, ‘‘it. wouldn’t"'bé ome
me. to leave it here. It wouldn’t"'-' be resp :
| Animated by this - reﬂectmn,

‘_looks a long wa.y bef
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watch-cases, but stop short of any compunction for the
people who would lose the same. .
Not, however, towards the “shops” where cunning
artificers work in pearls and diamonds and gold and
silver, making their hands so rich, that the enriched
water in which they wash them is bought for the
refiners; — not towards these does Mr. Wegg stump,
but towards the poorer shops of small retail traders in
commodities to eat and drink and keep folks warm,
and of Italian frame-makers, and of barbers, and of
brokers, and of dealers in dogs and singing-birds.
From these, in a narrow and a dirty strect devoted to
such callings, Mr. Wegg selects one dark shop-window
with a tallow candle dimly burning in it, surrdunded
by a muddle of objects vaguely resembling pieces of
leather and dry stick, but among which nothing is re-
solvable into anythmg distinct, save the candle itself
in its old tin candlestick, and twa preserved frogs fight-
‘ing a small-sword duel. Stumping with fresh vigour,
he goes in at the dark greasy entry, pushes a little
greasy dark reluctant side-door, and follows the door
into the little dark greasy shop. It is so dark that
nothing can be made out in it, over a little counter,
,but another tallow ca.ndle m another old tm ca.ndle-
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like the overtricd eyes of an engraver, but he is not
that; his expression and stoop are like those of a shoe-
maker, but he is not that.’ '
“Good evening, Mr. Venus. Don’t you remember?”
With slowly dawning remembrance, Mr. Venus rises,
and holds his candle over the little counter, and holds
it down towards the legs, natural and artificial; of Mr.
Wegg. Y : .
“To be sure!” he says, then. “How do you do?”
“Wegg, you know,” that gentleman explains.
““Yes, yes,” says the other, “Hospital ampu-
tation?” ' . |

-

“Just so,” says Mr. Wegg. “ | :

“Yes, yes,” quoth Venus.© How do you do? Sit
down by the fire, and warm your — your  other
one.” ; : '

The little counter being so short a counter that it
leaves the fireplace, which would have been behind it
if it had been longer," accessible, Mr. Wegg sits down
on a box in front of the fire, and inhales a warm and
comfortable smell which is not “the smell of the:shop.
“For that,” Mr. Wegg inwardly decides, as he takes
a corrective sniff or two, “is mustyy leathery, feathery,
~ cellary, gluey, gummy,’ and,”. with; another as
it might be; strong of old pairs of.

. “My"tea is drawin,
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mysterious recess Mr. Venus produces another for him-
‘gelf, until it is under his nose. Concurrently, Wegg .
4 percewes a pretty little dead bird lying on the « counter,
with its head drooping on one side against the rim of
Mr. Venus's saucer, and a long stiff wire piercing its
breast. As if it were Cock Robin, ‘the hero of the
ballad, and Mr. Venus were the sparrow. with his bow
and arrow, and Mr. Wegg were the fly with his little
eye. g i :

Mr. Venus dives, and produces another muffin, yet
untoasted; taking tlie arrow out of the breast of Cock
Robin, he proceeds to toast it on the end of that
cruel instrument. When it is brown, he dives again
~and produces butter, with -which he completes his
work.

- Mr. Wegg, as an artful man who is sure of his
supper by-and-bye, presses muffin on his host to soothe
- him into a compliant state of mind, or, as one might -
say, to grease his works. As the muffins disappear,
- little' by little, the black shelves and nooks and corners
begin to a.ppea.r and -Mr. Wegg gradually acquires an
| lmperfect notion' that over against him on the clumney-_ '
' pwce is a Hindoo baby in a bottle, curved up i
+ big head tucked under him, as though
sta.ntly throw a summersa.ult if the bottl.
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- “Very bad,” says Mr. Venus, uncompromisingly.

“What? Am I still at home?” asks Wegg, with
an air of surprise.

“Always at home.”

This would seem to be-secretly agreeable to Wegg,
but he veils his feelings, and observes, “Strange. T'o
~ what do you attribute it?” - b

. “I don’t know,” replies Venus, who is a haggard
melancholy man, speaking in a weak voice of querulous
complaint, “to what to attribute it, Mr. Wegg. I can’t
work you into a miscellaneous one, nohow. Do what
I will, you can’t be got to fit. Anybody with a pass-
able knowledge would pick you out #t a look, and
say, — ‘No go! Don’t match!’”

“Well, but hang it, Mr. Venus,” Wegg expostu-
lates with some 11ttle 11'r1ta.t1on, “that can’t be personal
and peculiar m me. It must. often ha.ppen mth mis-
cellaneous ones.”

“With ribs (I grant you) alwa.ys But not else.
When I prepare a miscellaneous one, I know before-
hand that I can’t keep to nature, and be miscellaneous
with ribs, because every man has his owa ribs, and" ng
other man’s will go with themj bub elsewa.ys .I can' be
miscellaneous. I have just sent- home a ] Bea a
perfect Beauty — to a school of : e leg
~one leg English, and the ":'plcklﬂ*g's"

in i ot bei alified t
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“I don’t know how it comes about. Stand up a .
minute. Hold the light.” Mr. Venus takes from a
corner by his chair, the bores of a leg and foot, beau-
tifully pure, and put together with exquisite neatness.
These he comparcs with Mr. Wegg's leg; that gen-
tleman looking on, as if he were being measured for a
riding-boot. *“No, I don’t know how it is, but so it is. -
You have got a twist in that bone, to the best of* my
belief. [/ never saw the likes of you.” —

Mr. Wegg having looked distrustfully at his own
limb, and suspiciously at the pattern with which it has
been compared, makes the point

“T'll bet a pound that ain’t an English one!”

“An easy wager, when we run so. mfuch into
foreign! No, it belongs to that French gentleman.”

. As he nods towards a point of darkness behind
Mr. Wegg, the latter, with a slight start,-looks round
for “that French gentleman,” whom he at length de-
scries to be represented (in a very workmanlike man-
ner) by his ribs only, standing on a shelf in another
-~ corner, like a piece of armour or a pair of stays. -

“Qh!” soys Mr. Wegg, with a sort of sense of
‘nemg introduced; “I dare say you were all right
enough in your own country, but I hope no objections
will be taken to my saying that the Frenchman Was‘l,.
never yet born as I should wish to match. R
At this moment the grea.sy-_door is. vmlently pushed
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ways. in exceedmgly low spirits and making whimper-
ing sounds, peers about for the stuffed canary. On
his taking the candle to assist his search, Mr. Wegg
observes that he has a convenient little shelf near his
knees, exclusively appropriated to skeleton hands,
which have very much the appearance of wanting to .
lay hold of him. From these Mr. Venus rescues the
" canary in a glass case, and shows it to the boy.
“There!” he whimpers. “There's animation! On
a twig, making up his mind to hop! Take care of
him; he's a lovely specimen. — And three is four.”

The boy gathers up his change and has pulled the
door open by a leather strap mmiled to it for the pur- -
pose, when Venus cries out:

“Stop him! Come back, you young v111a.1n! You ve
got a tooth among them ha.lfpenca :
“How was I to know I'd got it? . You giv 1t me.
I don’t want none of your teeth I've got enough of
my own.”- So the boy pipes, as 'he selects it from hls _
. change, a.nd throws it on the counter.
 “Don’t sauce me, in the ‘wicious . pnde of -y

.- ; '-... .
.JiLL of jw'

Hl \'.LL\JA..L ‘lf\w (Y
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1dea. how small you'd come out, if I had the artxculat-
ing of you.” y |
This ‘consideration seems to have its effect on-the
boy, for he goes out grumbling. ' .
~ “Oh dear me, dear me!” sighs Mr. Venus, heavily,
snuffing the candle, “the world that appeared so flowery
has ceased to blow! You're casting your eye round
“the shop, Mr. Wegg. - Let me show you a light. My
working bench. My young man’s bench. A Wice.
T'ools. Bones, warious.. Skulls, warious. Preserved
Indian baby. African ditto. Bottled preparations,
warious. Everything within reach of your hand, in
good preservation. The mouldy ones a-top. Whats
in those hampers over them again, I don't qulte re-
member. Say, human warious. Cats. Articulated
English baby. Dogs. Ducks. Glass eyes, warious.. .
Mummied bird. Dried cuticle, wanous' Oh, dear me! -
That's the general panoramic view.”
- Having so held and waved the candle as tha.t all
these heterogeneous objects seemed to come forward
obédiently" when they were named, and then retire
“sagain, Mr. Venus despondently repeats, “Oh dear me,
“dear me!” resumes his seat, and with drooping de-
gpondency upon him, fa.lls to pourmg hlmself out
‘more tea. bR
- “Where am I?” asks Mr. Wegg ’
: “You e somewhere in the_‘_ ba.cl; shop"’
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in his fa.mi]y “you were one of a warious lot, and I
don’t know.”

Silas puts his point in the 1mproved form of “What
will you take for me?”

“Well,” replies Venus, still blowing his tea, “I'm
not prepared at a. moments notlce, to .tell you, Mr.
Wegg.” :

. ““Come! Aceording to your 6wn account I'm not

worth much,” Wegg reasons persuasively. .

“Not for miscellaneous working in, I grant you,
Mr. Wegg; but you might turn out valuable yet, as
a " here Mr. Venus takes a gulp of tea, so hot
that it makes him choke, and sets liis weak eyes
watering; ‘“as a Monstrosity, if you'll excuse me.”

Repressing an indignant look, indicative of any-
thing but a disposition to excuse - hlm, Sllas pursues :
his-point. - ;i

“I think you know me, Mr Venus, and I thmk.
you know I never bargain.” :

Mr. Venus takes gulps of hot tea, shuttang hlB eyes
at every gulp, and opening them again'in a spasmodxc
. manner; but does not commit hm;lself to assent.

“I have a prospect of getting’ onsin- hfe a.ndl'i'elev’at-'i
ing myself by my own independent : £

Wegg, feelmgly,‘,“_and} shouldn" %‘
% v I g :

: o] 1% i \luv ”' “ ]_LJL‘ _/"L
L t.!.'.*.*f.}- man Of?'..'l_/ u&).-x.. and yousneedn:tae
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my disposing of you. I'll hold you over. That’s a
promise. Oh dear me, dear me!”

Fain to accept his promise, and wishing to pro-
pitiate him, Mr. Wegg looks on as he sighs and pours
himself out more tea, and then says, trying to get a
sympathetic tone into his voice:

- “You seem very low, Mr. Venus. Is business
bad?” | '

“Never was so good.”

“Is your hand out at all?”

“Never was so well in. Mr. Wegg, I'm not only
first in the trade, but I'm the trade. You may go and
buy a skeleton at the West End if you like, and pay
the West End price, but it'll be my putting together.
I've as much to do as I can possibly do, with the
assistance of my young man, and I take a pndo and
a pleasure in it.” -

Mr. Venus thus delivers himself, his right hand
extended, his smoking saucer in his loft ha.nd protest-
ing as though he were going to burst into a flood of
tears.

. “That ain't a state of thmgs to make you low,-,
Mr. Venus.” _
: “Mr. Wegg, I know it ain’t. Mr. Wegg, not :to-
name myself as a workman without an equal, T've gone
on improving mysolf in my. knowledge of Ana.tomy'

1 you was brought hero loose ina ‘bag'to
_ indfol
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as.last time), “that ain't a state of things to be low
about. — Not for you to be low about, leastways.”
~ “Mr. Wegg, I know it ain't; Mr. Wegg, I know
it ain't. But it's the heart that lowers me, it is the
heart! Be so good as take and read that card out
loud.” | Yo
Silas receives ' one from his hand, which Venus-
takes from a wonderful: litter in a”drawer, and putting-
on his spectacles, reads: ' '
 “‘Mr. Venus,”
“Yes. Go on.”
«tPreserver of Animals and Birds,"”
“Yes. Go on.” O R
«“¢ Articulator of human bones.’”
«That's it,} with a groan. “That’s it! Mr. Wegg,
I'm thirty-two, -and -a bachelor.. Mr. Wegg, I love
her. Mr. Wegg, she is worthy of being loved by a
Potentate!” ‘Here Silas is rather alarmed by Mr.
Venus's springing to his feet in the hurry of his spirits,
~ and haggardly confronting him with. his_ hand on his .
doat collar; but Mr. Venus , begging pardon, sits down -
again, saying, with the calmness of ‘despair, ‘‘She ob-
jects to the business.” Tk L et i A
“Docs sho know tho profits of it?” -

i

cinto tho art of it, and.
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lovely trophies of my art, and what have they done .
~ for me? Ruined me. Brought me to the pass of
- being informed that ‘she does not wish to regard her-
self, nor yet to be regarded, in that boney light!"”
Ha.vmg repeated the fatal expressions, Mr. Venus
drinks more téa by gulps, and oﬁ'ers an cxplanatlon of
his doing so. J

“It lowers me. When I'm_equally lowered all
over, lethargy sets in. By sticking to it till one'or
two in the morning, I get oblivion. Don't let me
detain you, Mr. Wegg. I'm not company for any
one.” ‘ .
“It is not on that account,”  says Silas, rising,
“but because I've got an appointment. :It's time I
was at Harmon’s.” ,

“HERY. smd Mr. Venus. "‘Harmon’s, up Battle'
Bridge way?" .

Mr Wegg admits that he is bound for that port _

“You ought to be in a good thing, if you've
_ worked yourself in there ’l‘here 8. Iots of money
going, there.” : I e

“To think,” says Silas, “t,ha.t you should _ca.tch 1t
an 80 qu:ck a.nd know about it. Wonderful!”.




128 - . ° QUR MUTUAL FRIEND.

with his eyes, the toss of Venus's head as if to seek
.a chrectmn to over yonder.

“T took an interest in that discovery in the river,”
says Venus.. ‘“(She hadn’t written her cutting refasal
at that time.) I've got up- there never mind,
though.” ‘

He had raised the candle at arm’s length towards

one of the dark shelves, and Mr. Wegg had turned to
look, when he broke oﬂ'

“The old gentleman was well known all round
here. There used to be stories about his having hidden
all kinds of property in those dust mounds. I suppose
there was nothing in ’em. - Probably you know, ‘Mr.

Wegg?” i
' “Nothing in ’em,
a word of this before. .

“Don’t let me detain you Good mghtl” O

The. unfortunate Mr. Venus gives him a shake of
the hand with a shake of his own head ‘and’ droopmg <
_-_,down in his chair, ‘proceeds to’ pour hlmdelf ut more
Mr. Wegg, lookmg back over. his shoulder as’h
-‘-pulls the door open by th : '

movement 80 aha.kes the crazy. shop

”

says Wegg, who has never heard '
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